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essay

Zooming Social Justice
A teacher educator's hopes and dreams for her students
BY THEODOREA BERRY

This moment is so much
During the 74th Annual Academy Awards presentation show,
actors Halle Berry and Denzel Wash ington were awarded Best Actress
and Best Actor awards for their roles
in Monster's Ball and Training Day,
respectively. It was the first time
in the history of the award that an
African American female earned
such an award and the second time
for an African American male.
African Americans have won
awards for acting in previous years.
Sidney Poitier was the first African
American to win the award for Best
Actor in a Leading Role in 1963,
the year of my birth, for his role in
the film Lilies of the Field. It took
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts
and Science over 38 years to decide
that another African American male
was worthy of such an award . What
does that tell us, teach m, the public?
No African American woman
had ever been awarded Best Actress
in a Leading Role prior to Berry's
award. Two African American
women, Whoopi Goldberg and
Hattie McDaniel, earned awards as
Best Actress in a Supporting Role.
McDaniel, who earned her award in
1939, was the first African American
to be awarded an Oscar.
Three African American men
have earned awards as Best Actor in a
Supporting Role: Louis Gossett, Jr. ,
Denzel Washington, and Cuba Gooding,
Jr.. Gossett was the first of these gentlemen to acquire this award, winning his
Oscar in 1982 for his role in the film An
Officer and a Gentleman.
Although significant as a matter of
public discourse and cu rriculum , the
number of awards earned by African
VOLUME 16, No. 1

bigger than me. This
moment is for Dorothy
Dandridge, Lena Horne,
Diahann Carroll. It's
for the women that
stand beside me, Jada
Pinkett, Angela Bassett,

award presentation. In this section,
I will specifically address characters
played by Afiican American actors
who won the Oscar in previous
years and discuss historical trends in
relationship to race and curriculum.
Next, I wi.11 discuss the roles portrayed by Halle Berry and Denzel
Washington in their respective films.
Following this will be an exploration
of what these roles may teach the
public.

Vivica Fox. And it's for
every nameless, faceless woman of color
that now has a chance

Black curriculum theorizing ...
is inextricably tied to the history of the Black experiences in
the United States.
William H. Watkins,
1993, p . 322

because this door tonight
has been opened.
Halle Berry
Award Acceptance Speech
Winner, Actress in a Leading Role

74th Annual Academy Awards

American actors from the Academy
of Motion Picnire Arts and Sciences
throughout the years of its existence
is not the issue of this article. Rather,
this article aims to examine the implica·
tions of the roles portrayed by these two
actors and the messages and lessons tl1e
media and the industry convey in its
awarding of such roles. What does the
selection of the award-winning roles tell
m, teach m, the pitblic?
First, I will address historical relation ships between the role portrayal and

As noted earlier, African American
actors have earned Oscars for their
film performances, primarily in
supporting roles. In 1996, Cuba
Gooding, Jr. won an Oscar for
Best Actor in a Supporting Role
for his performance in the film
Jerry Maguire starring Tom Cruise.
Gooding played a football player
whose career is in trouble until his
new agent (Cruise ) enters his life.
Gooding's character, tl1ough college
educated, is portrayed as an individual
lacking substantial communication skills
and strong self-confidence. In 1989,
Denzel Washington wins an Oscar for
his supporting role in the film Glory
starring Matthew Broderick. Glory is an
epic C ivil War film that highlights the
formal entry of African American soldiers
in the United States military. The film
brings to the forefront the significance
of African Americans in one of the most
important historical points of the U nited
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States. Washington portrays a formerly enslaved
person who joins the
famed Massachusens
regiment. In the film,
Washington's character is
consistently warned and
punished for his rebellious, non-conformist acts.
Louis Gossett, Jr. is the
first African American male
to earn an Oscar for his
performance as an Actor
in a Supporting Role in
the film An Officer and
A Gentleman in 1982. Gossett plays
a Navy drill sergeant assigned to train
Navy officers.
Female actors Hattie McDaniel and
Whoopi Goldberg earned Oscars for
their performances as actresses in a supporting role in the films Gone with the
Wind and Ghost respectively. Md)anicl,
the first African American to earn an
Oscar, portrays the housekeeper of a
southern belle (Vivian Leigh). Goldberg,
who won her Oscar in 1990, portrays a
"fake" psychic who is able to communi cate with Demi Moore's late boyfriend
(Patrick Swayze).
With the exception of McDaniel,
all of the award -winning actors earned
tl1eir awards in the late twentieth century, post-civil tights and post-feminist
(women's lib) movements. Yet, alJ of
these actors chose roles whose characters
were subservient to or dependent upon
tl1eir White counterparts. McDaniel and
Washington portrayed roles in what
is known as a period film, a film that
depicts a particular historical period.
Many might view their roles as logical
based on the fact that Afiican Americans
were considered subservient to European
Americans during tl1e Civil War period of
United States history. Edward Guerrero
(as cited in Holtzman, 2000) would categorize these films as stereorypes of the
plantation genre and contemporary revisionist images of slavery, rcspcctiYcly.
The 19 39 classic Gone with the Wind
spanned the historical period of pre-Civil
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War, Civil War,
and Reconstruction and once
again portrayed
the happy and
loyal slave and
servant. The
Black characters- Mammy,
Prissy, and
Pork- had no
doubt where they
belonged during and after the
Civil War. While
each of their personalities reflected dif
ferent stereotypes, it was their extreme
loyalty to their "masters" that these characters shared (Holtzman, 2000, p. 236).
The portrayal of these characters perpetuates or re-telJs one story of African
American life during the Civil War pe1iod. Although Glory reveals or presents
other stories of Afiican Ame1ican life
during this period of history through the
portrayal of oilier significant characters
in the movie , the portrayal that is awarded is the one most widely accepted by
the American public regarding African
Americans of the Civil War era: subordinate. By limiting the stories of African
American life through American films,
what messages or lessons arc learned:
How does such a curriculum impact the
public at large?
Whoopi Goldberg earned an Oscar
for her supporting role in the film Ghost
as a "fake" psychic conveying messages
for a man who has met with his untimely
demise. In this film, Goldberg's character has established a reputation for
extorting money by making her clientclc
believe she can communicate with loved
ones in the after-li fe. She "discovers" her
abiliry to genuinely communicate \vith
the dead through the efforts of the lead
male character and is subsequently used
by this character to communic,ue the
Lruth about his untimely death. Guerrero
would categorize this type of film as a
Hollywood backlash film.
Films \\~th African American char-

acters shifted from African American
themes and casts to the use of isolated
superstars. The populariry of Richard
Pryor, Eddie Murphy, and Whoopi
Goldberg was on the rise. Films tl1at
appealed to Black and White audiences,
so-called "crossover films," became the
norm. These shifts took place in me
context of Rcaganism and the political
back.lash aimed at teminism, the civil
right5 movement, and .1ffirmative action.
During the 1980s, tl1e film industry
steadily became part of me larger conglomerates in which movies came to be
viewed increasingly as "product." The
combination of the political climate and
the changes of the corporate structure of
the industry swept Hollywood into the
conservative political backlash. By using
the combination of new film technology
and conservative ideology, the industry
began to produce films that emphasized
the triumph of the White working cla~~,
of individualism and of the American
Dream (Holtzman, 2000, p. 238).
Goldberg, Murphy and other superstars of this era often portrayed characters designed to amuse or to be used by
their white counterparts. Louis Gossett,
Jr. in his award-winning performance in
An Officer and A Gentleman was also
~ubjcctcd to the Hollywood back.lash.
Gossctt's character is a hard-nosed drilJ
sergeant who lacked depth and complexity in his character. His primary purpose
was to prepare an officer candid.ire for
what promised to be a successful Naval
career. The irony lies in the fact that the
drilJ sergeant was preparing the officer
candidate (portrayed by Richard Gere)
to supercedc him in r,mk and position.
Gossctt's character was, subsequently,
used to make Gere's character look like
the hero. What is the public curriculum
of ~uch a movie genre?
Thi~ overview points out a deliberately historical public curriculum through
the medium of film. Historically, African
Americans have been awardcd/ rewarded for meir role selection and portrayal
of characters whose purpose was to subscrviemly aid and uplift the position of
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their White counterpart.
"Free black
(wo)men know
love".
bell hooks,
2001, p. 153
HALLE BERRY AND
MONSTER'S BALL
Berry portrays
Leticia Musgrove,
the wife of an (subsequently) executed
death row inmate
Lawrence Musgrove (Scan John Combs)
with a school-aged son, Tyrell Musgrove
(Coronji Calhoun). As a result of her
~pouse's incarceration, Berry's character
is struggl ing tO make ends meet while
working two jobs as a waitress and she
and her son are on the verge of being
evicted from their less than humble,
single family rental home.
Hank Grotowski (portrayed by
Billy Bob T hornton) is one of the
prison guards in charge of Lawrence
Musgrovc's execution and the leading
male character of the film. The character is a second-generation prison guard
\l,1thin three generations of pri~on guards
in his family. Thornton's character
becomes well acquainted with the spouse
prior to his execution.
Leticia meets Hank while working
her evening job and prior to one of several unfortunate incidents that occur in
her life during tl1c course of this film.
Shortly after this meeting, Leticia's car
breaks down. Her automobile serves as
her lifeline as it enables her to maintain
employment so that she is able to care
for herself and her son. As a result of her
car failure, she and her son find themselves walking along the side of the road
to travel to one of her work sites. Along
tl1e way, a passing automobile strikes
her son. Hank stops to give aid, takes
them to the local hospital , comforts the
grieving mother when he learns her son
has died as a result of the accident, and
takes her to his home. In conversation,

VOLUME 16, No. 1

Leticia shares her
life experiences
with Hank and
expresses a range
of emotions:
grief, sorrow, joy,
anger, etc. 'vVhile
in conversation,
Hanks learns
t hat Leticia is the
wife of (rcccndy)
executed Lawrence
Musgrove. But,
he does not reveal
this knowledge. In
an effort to "feel good," Leticia engages
in a graphically revealing sexual act ',l,,jth
Hank.
From this point onward in the
movie, Hank is the knight in shining
amour, the cowboy in the white hat,
and every other cliche of the White man
coming to the rescue. This is no t to
say that the sexual encounter shared by
Hank and Leticia wasn't all that and a
bag of chips. Early in the movie, we sec
that Hank's sexual encounters before
Leticia are non-emotional, businesslike contacts with the local prostirute.
So, I won't dismiss tl1e possibility that
Leticia was able to "move" him in a way
Hank had never experienced. But, what
does that tell us, teach its, the pitblic?
However, what happens after this sexual
encounter with Leticia is every time
Leticia finds herself in a strcssfi.11 sin,ation, Hank comes to tl1e rescue.
An example of the hero in action
occurs shortly after their sexual encounter. Hank realizes Leticia has no means
of transportation for work. Hank's son,
Sonny (portrayed by Head, Ledger),
commits suicide shortly after the execu tion of Lawrence Musgrove and leaves
behind all of his possessions, to include
a used Jeep Cherokee. Hank hires an
African American local mechanic with
whom he has had a verbal altercation
(earlier in the movie) to tune up the car
and proceeds to offer the vehicle as a gift
to Leticia.
Another example of Hank's hero-

ism occurs after Leticia has her one and
only encounter witl1 Hank's father, Buck
(portrayed by Peter Boyle). During the
trip to the hospital after a car strikes
Leticia's son, Hank's hat is damaged
and soiled v.-ith blood. Leticia pawns
a personal item from her late husband
and purchases anotl1er hat to replace
the damaged one. After the purchase is
made, Leticia travels to Hank's home
to deliver the gift only to find tl1at
Hank is nor at home. Instead, Leticia
encounters Buck to whom she must
explain the purpose of her visit. Buck
proceeds to compare Leticia's relation ship with Hank to those he has had with
African American women in his younger
days. In this comparison, Buck makes it
plain to Leticia that she, like all African
American women, is a sexual conquest
alone. What does this tell its, teach tts, the
public? Leticia departs from the house
angrily. As she departs, she encounters
Hank and tells him that she docs not
want him in her lik. Shortly d1ereafter,
we see that Hank has placed his father in
a nursing home. Hank then visits Leticia
at one of her work sites to explain what
has transpired. Leticia is not willing to
accept his explanation or apology and
offers to rcn1rn the car Hank has given
to her and, much to
Hank's dismay, Leticia
tells Hank to leave.
The next day, Leticia is
"Free black
evicted from her home.
The movie ending
(wo)men
leaves Hank as the hero
know love".
personified. Leticia has
moved into Hank's
bell hooks
home and he allows her
to make herself comfortable. While on an
errand to his recently
acquired gas station and convenience
store (named after Berry's character),
Leticia discovers drawings made by
her late husband of Hank and his son,
Sonny. Leticia realizes that Hank has
kept the knowledge of their acquaintance
and the circumstances therein a secret
and proceeds to ransack the room in an
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If ... one managed to
change the curriculum
angry rage. By the time Hank
rentrns to the house, Leticia
has calmed herself, manages to
implicitly inform Hank of her
discovery, and sits comfortably
on the back steps of the house
while sharing ice cream with
him. What does this t:ell us,
t:each us, the public?
DENZEL W ASHINGTON AND
TRAINING DAY
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all the schools so that

[African Americans]
learned more about
themselves and their real
contributions to this culture, you would be liberating not only [African
Americans], you 'd be lib-

Washington portrays
narcotics officer Detective
Alonzo Harris in a film that
erating white people who
chronicles the day in the life of
know nothing about their
rookie narcotics cop Jake Hoyt
(portrayed by Ed1an Hawke).
own history.
Hoyt sees his selection into
the narco tics unit as a major
James Baldwin
opportunity in his career and
is eager to please d1e seasoned detective. The movie is
plan, the veteran officer threatens the
quick to tie together d1e commonalities
trainee with his life. What does this tell
between the two men: Both are married;
us, t:each tJS, the public?
Hoyt has one young child while Har1is
Another scene in the movie reveals
has three.
the secret life of Detective Harris.
Harris quickly exerts his authority
H arris, who speaks fluent Spanish, has
over H oyt as Harris makes it clear that
another family in another part of town.
working in narcotics is very different
The neighborhood where his Spanishfrom other areas of police work. Early
speaking girlfriend and son reside is well
in d1e movie, Hoyt, though eager to
aware of Harris' presence and the nei gh please, begins to question the methods
bors seemingly tolerate him due to the
employed by his "teacher" as he partakes
power he exerts as police officer. What
in the use of drugs and alcohol under
does this tell us, teach us, the public?
the pretense of education. What does this
As the movie ends, Harris is in a
t:ell m, t:each m, the public?
panic about his inability to repay a major
Hoyt soon learns d1at Harris has
gambling debt he has incurred and realmany secrets and while he desires to
izes that he will not be able to meet d1c
learn from his mentor and wants to
imposed deadline to make payment on
respect the work he is doing, the young
this debt. His trainee has turned on him ,
trainee begins to question his mentor's
d1c neighborhood where his gi rlfriend
motives. In d1e movie, there is an elaboand son reside has n1rncd him away
rate plan to "take out" Roger, a major
and he is driving on the streets of Los
drug figure, (portrayed by Scott Glenn )
Angeles alone when he is gunned down,
and "acquire" millions of dollars of drug
gangster style. What does this tell us,
money in the process. What Hoyt learns
teach us, the pitblic?
as this plan untolds is d1at Roger is a
retired police officer with whom Harris
If ... one managed to change
has been well acquainted and uses as a
the curriculum in a ll the schoo ls
so that [African Americans)
major intormant. In an effort to queslearned more about themselves
tion Harris' actions in the midst of the
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and t heir real contributions
t o this cu lture, you would be
liberating not on ly [Afr ican
America ns), you'd be liberating wh it e peop le who know
noth ing about t heir own h istory.
James Baldwin, 1971, p. 8
There arc many questions about
the public curriculum the movie
industry is attempting to convey in
relationship to African Americans.
And the roles African American
actors choose to portray in films are
an integral pan of the delivery of
the public curriculum. While independent deep exploration and examination of role sdection by African
American actors is well deserved,
interpretation will focus on such
role selection among the award ,vi nning performances of Berry and
Washington in connection with the
public curriculum. Interpretation and
discussion will specifically focus on the
follO\vi ng questions:
• What docs each role potentially
teach the general public about
African American women and
African American men?
• What docs each role potentially
teach the general public about
White women and White men?
• What does each role potentially
teach the general public about
each actor's interest in race in
relationship ,vith self-love?
• Is there a relationship between
patriarchal thinking (hooks,
2001 ), race, and selt: love?
First, let's define some terms. White,
in terms of race fix the purpose of
this article, is equivalent to European
American. hooks (2001) would define
self-love in terms of adoration and
appreciation of our whole selves and
how we arc represented. It is about caring and nurn1ring ourselves and each
other rather than self-sacrifice and deprivation. "To choose love, we must choose
a hcald1y model of [female] agency and
sclt: actualization one rooted in d1c
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understanding that when we love ourselves well ... we arc best able to love
orhcrs" (p. 41 ). Patriarchal thinking,
according to hooks (2001 ), leads people
to believe that "the tending to the house
and home, to the needs of children, is
woman's work" (p. 129). Patriarchal
thinking leads men to be "emotionally
unavailable" (p. 129). "Patriarchal thinking still encourages women and men
to believe that paternal contribution to
parenting is never as important as that of
mothers" (p. 141 ).
The first four questions of the discussion were borne out of Baldwin's
quote. It is in the best interest of both
African American and White people in
the United States to engage in a curricu lum, academic or public, that informs
all about everyone so that all may be
liberated. Therefore, it is not possible
to address implications of role selection
made by Berry and Washington solely
based upon its impact on perceptions
of African Americans; we must also
examine its impact upon perceptions
of European Americans. There is no
"Black" without "White," according to
Pina.i· (2000). And although we co-exist
in educational and public sp,Kcs, African
Amcrica.i1 people arc disadvmtagcd by
the limited knowledge of self as White
people arc limited by their substandard
knowledge of those labeled as "other".
White people are uninformed unless
they are "knowledgeable and knowing
of those they have constructed as 'different,' as 'other"' (p. 330). "One of the
challenges in dealing with racial issues ...
is for whites ... to think of ways in which
racism has been a limiting factor in their
lives (Osajima as cited in Pinar, et. al.,
2000, p. 327).
The public curricultm1 of film perpetuates the dichotomy of knowledge
construction. The roles selected by
Berry a.i1d Washington arc no exception.
Berry's character is a woman, an African
American woman, struggling to survive.
She takes on self-sacrifice and deprivation, as described by hooks (2 001 ), as
badges of good motherhood and wife-
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dom. Her husba.i1d
md father of her
child is absent from
the home after being
convicted of a crime.
She enters into a relationship \~ith a White
man as she seeks the
power, through him ,
to feel after her husband is executed and
her son is killed. In
the process, she relinquishes her power,
emotionally and physically, to him.
This role perpetuates African American
women as hopeless, helpless, weak individuals who use sex as solutions to problems. Regardless of her ability to endure
the trials and tribulations she has faced
(at the expense of her .Africa.i1 .American
husband ), the graphically depicted sexual
act scripted at the beginning of the film
is, at minimum, distracting. This role
perpetuates African American women as
sex fiends with a.i1 appetite that is ever
ready and un-quenchable. This role perpetuates exactly what Buck Grorowski
and every White America.ii male like him
believes about African American women.
In contrast, the role also delivers/
reinforces a public curriculum about
White women. This role teaches/reinforces what American society believes
White women should not be. This role
teaches/reinforces what lite is nor for
White women.
But, there is an interesting paradox. Although Berry's role teaches
many things to the public about White
women, there arc two story lines within
the film that teach other lessons. First,
there is a local prostitute. This White
woman is familiar with both Hank
a.i1d S01u1y a.i1d their lives. This White
woman engages in sexual acts for profit.
Upon viewing the movie, it becomes
clear that the familiarity is based on fre quent contact rather than relationship
building. This White woma.i1 deals with
these White men as a business transaction only. She is not giving up anything
emotionally a.i1d she barely gives up a.i1y-

thing physically. The
sexual act is not personal or intimate.
Lastly, tl1ere is tl1e
absence of women in
tl1c Grotowski household. As tl1c movie
continues, the audience learns tl1at the
women of the house
depart in unconven tional ways. Buck's
wife committed suicide, leaving Buck
to describe her as "weak." Hank's wife
simply left; it is implied that her departure occurred during Sonny's chi ld hood years. This leaves Buck and Ha.i1k
with very little regard for women and a
strong dislike for anything they perceive
as weakness.
This movie perpetuates the notion
of women, all women, standing by their
man no matter what. Buck and Hank
imply that their wives should have stayed
with tl1cm no matter what. Berry's character, Leticia, supports this belief For
reasons left unstated in tl1is movie, she
never leaves her convicted husba.i1d in
the eleven years he was in jail. And, no
matter what problems she encounters
with Ha.i1k, she stays witl1 him. Even, in
the end. ln the end, African American
women need a man - - no matter what.
Training Day and tl1c lead characters in rhis film, Alonzo Harris (Denzel
Washington ) and Jake Hoyt (Ethan
Hawke) deliver a strong public curriculum on Afiican American men, white
men and morality. Initially, tl1e movie
sets out to portray Harris as the teacher,
guide, mentor to tl1e inexperienced,
naive, young rookie, Hoyt. But, not far
into the movie, Washington's character resorts to the old white patriarchal
notions of African American men: sly,
conniving, immoral individuals prone
to trickery and deceit. Hawkc's role as
na"ive rookie supports the upstanding
morality of White men as perceived in
Ameiican society. They arc dichotomous characterizations where the White
man's role, however nai"ve, plays to the
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detriment of the character of the
African American man.
The last two questions arc
borne out of hooks' (2001 )
Salvation: Black People and Love.
In it, hooks examines the mediafilm, television, music-and it's
impact on the way the general public and, more specifically, African
Americans view themselves. hooks
is concerned about how much love
we, as African Americans, have for
ourselves and each other based on
the images and sounds we consume and produce. Her concerns
have caused me to question how
much love and care Berry and
Washington possess for themselves
and the African American community in relationship to these roles
they selected. What questions did
these actors ask themselves when
determining suitability for these
roles? What concerns, if any, were
raised by the actors about these
roles in relationship to race? How
did they believe the general public,
including the African American commu nity, would perceive them based on these
roles? How do they perceive themselves
in relationship to these roles? The actor's
interest in race in relationship to self-love
based on the roles they selected seems
limited, at best.
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• What does each role
potentially teach the general public about African
American women and
African American men?
• What does each role
potentially teach the general public about White
women and White men?
• What does each role
potentially teach the general public about each
actor's interest in race in
relationship with self-love?

But, as an African American
woman who is a consumer of
the public curriculum, I liken
the public curriculum of the
film industry to a casserole. It's
difficult to pick out and discard
the ingredients you don't want
to eat. Race, gender, and selflove ;ire, indeed, integrated
parts of the public curriculum
of film. Everything we viewthe roles selected and portraynl,
the setting and scenery, the
score and soundtrack-is teaching us something about race ,
about gender, and about self:
love.
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